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In early October, eight Latin American countries signed an agreement to enforce "dolphin-safe"
fishing practices in the regional tuna industry. The accord which was praised as a major step
forward by some environmental protection organizations may pave the way for the US to lift its
four- year-old ban on tuna imports from Latin America.
Meanwhile, regional negotiations to establish multilateral environmental protection policies are also
gaining force. In 1991, the US Congress imposed a ban on all imports of tuna from Latin American
countries to comply with US laws that prohibit the purchase of tuna from nations that do not take
steps to force local fishers to protect dolphins. The US law, which also prohibits imports from
countries that purchase "non-dolphin safe" tuna from third nations for processing, is aimed at
stopping fishers in the eastern Pacific from using a type of net that completely surrounds groups
of fish. The net often traps and kills dolphins along with the tuna, especially in the eastern Pacific,
where fishers generally hunt for yellow-fin tuna.
For unknown reasons, yellow-fin tuna usually swim with dolphins. After the ban was imposed,
Latin American tuna-exporting countries the most important of which are Mexico, Ecuador,
Colombia, Panama, Venezuela, and Costa Rica began coordinating regional efforts to educate
fishing companies to employ dolphin-safe practices. As a result, the dolphin mortality rate in Latin
America dropped to just 3,600 in 1993, compared with 15,000 in 1992. Notwithstanding the drop,
until now the US Congress had refused to lift the ban despite appeals by regional governments,
which say they have lost a combined total of US$600 million since the embargo began (see NotiSur,
08/17/95).
In recent months, however, appeals by the Latin American countries have received a much more
favorable response in the US Congress, which is now controlled by the Republican Party. Since early
1995, the Republicans have been reviewing US environmental laws to roll back state regulations
in nearly every area, including maritime conservation. In fact, at the beginning of October, four
Republican representatives from California Randy Cunningham, Brian Bilbray, Duncan Hunter, and
Ron Packard introduced a bill in the House of Representatives that would immediately lift the tunaimport ban and also revoke the US law that requires tuna- canning companies to print "dolphinsafe" labels on all cans of tuna. The label law, enacted by Congress in 1990, sets standards that must
be followed if a canning company uses the "dolphin-safe" label to assure that dolphins indeed are
being protected.
All major US producers now use the "dolphin-safe" label, which most companies praise as a
successful marketing tool. According to the four Republican representatives, who are from southern
California, the tuna import ban and the label requirement have severely affected fishing companies
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in their state and in Mexico, causing the loss of more than 4,000 jobs in California since 1990.
Moreover, the legislators argue that dolphin-protection agreements between companies in Mexico
and the US and the development of new fishing methods in the industry makes the regulatory laws
and the import ban unnecessary. "This bill recognizes the tremendous progress made by the fishing
industry to restore the once-diminishing population of Pacific dolphins," said Rep. Cunningham.
"The tuna import ban is no longer needed and its repeal will help revitalize our crippled fishing
industry. It will mean jobs on both sides of the border."
Nevertheless, the bill generated harsh reactions by House Democrats who, while recognizing the
progress made since the tuna ban was imposed, argue that its elimination and the repeal of the
label law would only lead to a new rise in dolphin killing. "Lifting the import ban would wipe out
decades of protection for dolphins being killed in the tuna industry," said Rep. George Miller (DCA). "It will allow Mexico to dump cheap tuna on the market while tens of thousands of dolphins
die." Environmental organizations also attacked the Republican proposal. "If approved by Congress,
the measure will deal a severe setback to the protection of dolphins, with no conceivable benefits to
the US economy," said Scott Burns, fisheries policy specialist at the influential World Wildlife Fund.
The Republican movement to repeal the import ban, however, encouraged Latin American countries
grouped in the Inter-American Tropical Tuna Commission (Comision Interamericana de Atun
Tropical, CIAT) to propose a "compromise agreement" acceptable to both US Democrats and
moderate Republicans. CIAT-members met in Panama with representatives of the US State
Department and officials from France and Spain, which are also important tuna-exporting countries
that have been affected by US's "dolphin-safe" regulations. The participants signed the "Panama
Declaration," which commits the tuna-exporting countries to place legal limits on dolphin kills in
exchange for a US agreement to lift its embargo. Under the accord, the producing countries would
take legal action to hold dolphin kills to under 5,000 per year.
If upheld, the agreement would represent a major stride forward in the effort to protect dolphins
in comparison to the level of annual dolphin kills that took place before the US Congress imposed
"dolphin-safe" practices. In 1972 the year Congress enacted the Marine Animal Protection Act some
423,000 dolphins were killed worldwide. The Panama Declaration would also maintain the "dolphinsafe" labels on tuna cans, rather than rescind the label law outright as US Republicans propose.
Under the compromise agreement, the term "dolphin-safe" would be redefined, so that fishers
would still be allowed to chase down dolphins and encircle both dolphins and tuna in their nets.
Then, if fishers and government observers who would accompany fishing crews in the CIAT nations
report that no dolphins were killed during a day's haul, cans containing the catch would be marked
"dolphin-safe."
The Panama Declaration has been endorsed by five of the principal US environmental
organizations, substantially increasing the bargaining power of President Bill Clinton's
administration to influence liberal Democrats and moderate Republicans in Congress to admit
the compromise agreement as an acceptable alternative to lifting the tuna-import ban. Among the
environmental groups supporting the declaration are Greenpeace, the World Wildlife Fund, and
the National Wildlife Federation. Given the broad support for the initiative, the Republican Party is
expected to come to terms with the Clinton administration, especially since moderate Republican
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legislators have forced the conservative members of their party to backstep on many proposed
environmental reforms that the Republicans had been pushing since the beginning of 1995. Since
the beginning of October, the moderates in Congress have pressed proposals on the federal cleanup
of toxic-waste dumps, municipal drinking water standards, wildlife preservation, and commercial
fishing controls.
On Oct. 18, for example, a House vote on commercial fishing showed surprisingly broad support
for an environmental cause. A bill to extend and revise the Magnuson Act, the US's main statute on
fishery conservation, was approved 388 to 37. Before the final vote, conservationist provisions sought
by moderates were added to limit catches and to control the wasteful killing of fish in shrimp nets.
These amendments to the original version, which was drafted by a committee heavily influenced
by conservative Republicans, were approved by lopsided votes in the House. Ironically, President
Clinton's administration may have more difficulty convincing liberal members of the Democratic
party to accept the compromise agreement to lift the tuna- import ban.
Despite the endorsement of the Panama Declaration by influential environmental groups, some
important Democrats remain opposed to the agreement. In mid-October, Sens. Barbara Boxer (DCA) and Joseph Biden (D-DE) and Reps. George Miller and Gerry E. Studds (D- MA) released an
open letter to President Clinton that asked him to reject the compromise agreement. "We believe
that amending federal law to allow this tuna to be labelled as 'dolphin-safe' is nothing short of
consumer fraud," reads the letter. "[US companies] committed to the 'dolphin-safe' policy would
be subject to competition from nations that follow a different set of environmental rules. We cannot
support a change that would benefit foreign tuna companies at a cost to US canners, potentially
further endangering dolphin populations and misinforming American consumers."
Meanwhile, efforts by Latin American countries to negotiate regional environmental protection
regulations are also moving forward. At the end of September, government representatives
from 14 Latin American and Caribbean nations met in Havana for the ninth meeting of regional
environmental ministers and officials. The participants agreed that by their next meeting to be
held in Argentina in September 1996 they will begin debating concrete proposals that set regional
standards and policies for water usage and sewage regulations, marine pollution, toxic-waste
disposal, and forest conservation and biodiversity. Particularly important, the participants agreed to
an integral approach to environmental protection that includes effective "social policies" aimed at
reducing poverty and cutting the gap between rich and poor, since nearly all current approaches to
sustainable development recognize that poverty is a central cause of environmental degradation.
"Sustainability in Latin America is not just a question of natural resources, but also of social
development and the reduction in income inequality," said Colombia's Environmental Minister,
Cecilia Lopez Montano, at the conference. "Although Colombia contains 40% of the world's
biodiversity, it has yet to resolve the human problem. It is a constant problem for our ministries that
we are seen as 'green ministries' simply concerned with environmental protection rather than as
development institutions." (Sources: Agence France-Presse, 08/07/95, 09/26/95, 10/01/95, 10/02/95;
United Press International, 10/04/95; Associated Press, 08/07/95, 09/28/95, 10/04/95, 10/05/95; Inter
Press Service, 09/30/95, 10/05- 07/95; Reuter, 10/13/95; Notimex, 10/22/95; New York Times, 10/09/95,
10/24-26/95)
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 4

LADB Article Id: 55889
ISSN: 1060-4189

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 4 of 4

